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OHIO FACES FIRST DEATH ROW EXECUTION IN 35 YEARS, 
UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON FACULTY EXPLORE ISSUES 
TUESDAY, MARCH 3: PRAYER SERVICE TO FEATURE EXECUTION WITNESS 
Bill Trollinger, associate professor of history at the University of Dayton, wanted to demon-
strate his opposition to the death penalty. So, in the mid-1980s when he lived in Missouri, he 
began corresponding with a Death Row inmate. "It was the easiest thing I could do," he says. 
Twelve years later, as a trusted friend, he witnessed the man's execution on Sept. 23, 1997. 
Trollinger will talk about his personal experience as part of a prayer service for condemned 
Ohio prisoner Wilford Berry to be held at 8 p.m. Tuesday. March 3. at Holy Angels Chwch, 218 
K St., sponsored by UD' s campus ministry office. Music, Scripture readings and a candlelight 
procession will also be featured. Trollinger's talk will last 15 to 20 minutes. 
There were six witnesses to the lethal-injection midnight death of Sam McDonald. "At about 
11:40 p.m., the guards took us down to the bowels of the prison to the execution chamber," 
Trollinger remembers. "We walked into a little booth, like a sports box at a stadium, with siX' 
seats. I was in the front right seat. There was a big plate glass window covered by mini-blinds . 
... The lawyer told us to figure out what we would do when the blinds opened because Sam 
would be able to see us. 
"The mini-blinds opened and there was my friend lying on a gurney in a dazzling white room. I 
could not see the apparatus of the poison. I could see him talking, rapidly, but we couldn't hear 
him. One guy (another witness) gave him the peace sign. I mouthed 'I love you.' After a couple j 
of minutes, his body shuddered and he was dead. 
·"I've never felt the reality of evil as much as I did in that setting." 
McDonald never protested his innocence. In the process of robbing a convenience store, he shot 
and killed an off-duty police officer as the officer's 11-year-old daughter looked on. McDonald, 
from "a poor but church-going family," Trollinger says, had emerged from his military service in 
Vietnam traumatized and addicted to drugs. His public defender was overwhelmed by the case 
and "the trial was a travesty," says Trollinger. "Post-traumatic stress disorder was at the heart 
of his appeal to have his sentence commuted to life in prison." The appeals failed. 
After the execution, Trollinger "had to keep showering. I just felt filthy. It took me a while to 
figure out I was trying to wash off the evil." 
If given a chance to make a different decision, would he start writing to McDonald? "Yes. But I 
say that now. If you had asked me in 1985, I was clueless about what route I was taking." 
For media interviews, call Bill Trollinger in New Orleans at (504) 587-9700, Room 207, through 
Monday, March 2. Beginning Tuesday, March 3, he can be reached on campus at (937) 229-
2827. 
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